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Solidarity and the Group Ego: A Psychosocial
Reckoning with Memory and War

Daphne Kalogeropoulou

Introduction: Situated Silences and the Einstein-Freud
Correspondence

In 1932, as the Nazi Party rose to power and fascism spread across Europe, the political
landscape was marked by profound instability and escalating violence." It was against
this backdrop of social fragmentation that Albert Einstein addressed a letter to Sigmund
Freud under the auspices of the International Institute of Intellectual Cooperation (lICl)
— a League of Nations initiative designed to mediate conflict by appealing to intellectual
authority.? This correspondence took place during a critical juncture marked by the
collapse of traditional diplomatic frameworks to restrain authoritarian regimes, alongside
the erosion of Enlightenment ideals under the pressure of rising nationalist fervor and
mass political mobilisation.?

Against this backdrop, Einstein expressed deep concern about humanity’s
persistent inclination toward conflict. In his letter to Freud, he posed a fundamental
question: why does war persist even in an age marked by scientific progress and rational
thought? He initiated his letter by emphasising his freedom from nationalist biases and
envisioned the creation of a judicial and legislative body capable of preventing war. Yet, he
tempered this hope with realism, acknowledging the likely futility of such an ideal, since
no global authority could fully escape political pressures or enforce its verdicts globally.*
He lamented the ruling elite’s ability to manipulate the masses, exposing humanity to
war for the sake of domination. Ultimately, he wondered whether it might be possible to
change human mental evolution to overcome the psychoses of hatred and destruction.®

Freud's reply was distinctively analytical, offering a speculative metapsychology
of violence. Drawing on his theory of the death drive — the human tendency toward

repetition, aggression, and destruction — he diagnosed war as the outward manifestation

' Dirk Schumann, Political Violence in the Weimar Republic, 1918-1933: Fight for the Streets and Fear of Civil War (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2014).

2 Horst Ruthrof, ‘Einstein and Freud on Why War?', Review of Contemporary Philosophy 19 (2020): 7-25.
3lan Kershaw, To Hell and Back: Europe 1914-1949 (London: Allen Lane, 2015), pp. 102-5.

4 Sigmund Freud, ‘Why War?’, in The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Standard Edition, trans. James
Strachey, 24 vols (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-74), XXII (1964), pp. 197-215.

° Ibid.
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of instinctual conflict. At the heart of human civilisation, he suggested, lies a precarious
compromise between the death drive and Eros, the life drive which binds, unites, and
preserves.® Civilisation depends on the repression of aggressive impulses, yet these
instincts are never eradicated: they are redirected, always liable to reemerge in displaced
or socially sanctioned forms.” Thus, two fundamental psychoanalytic themes emerge:
(a) the progressive repression of instinctual drives as foundational to civilisation and (b)
the persistence of aggression as a byproduct of these very drives. The possibility for a
world without war hinges on the unresolved tension between the civilising process and
humanity’s innate instinctual impulses, a struggle that defines both individual psyche
and collective history.

And yet, for all its conceptual clarity, the Einstein-Freud exchange® remains marked
by the very limitations it attempts to diagnose — detached from the material realities of
violence and insulated by the privilege of its authors. Even though their discussion about
“the menace of war” carries both foresight and depth and is often lauded as an emblematic
gesture of intellectual solidarity®, merely celebrating this exchange risks obscuring its
epistemic limitations and ideological blind spots. This article repositions the Einstein-Freud
dialogue not as a utopian appeal to humanity but as a historically situated moment that both
reveals and obscures the infrastructures of violence it seeks to understand: while the IICl
promoted a universalist vision of peace through intellectual exchange, its internationalism
was deeply inflected by the normative assumptions of European liberalism.’

Emerging from the wreckage of the First World War and amidst the fractures of
colonial rule, the IICI positioned select European thinkers such as Marie Curie, Henri
Bergson, Thomas Mann and Gilbert Murray" as representatives of humanity. Yet IICl's
vision of international solidarity was marked by exclusions: non-European voices were
sidelined, racialised violence was ignored, and epistemic authority remained tightly
circumscribed within Euro-Atlantic norms.'? As Stephen Frosh argues, post-Enlightenment

thought, for all its emancipatory promise, has often silenced those deemed irrational or

¢ Ibid, p. 208.

7 Ibid, p. 211.

8 A limited edition of two thousand copies of the work was published; however, they were swiftly banned in Germany
by the Nazi regime, with any form of publicity surrounding them being prohibited. By this time, Europe's political and
social landscape was rapidly deteriorating, and as a result, the letters did not receive the attention they deserved. See
Otto Nathan and Heinz Norden, Einstein on Peace (New York: Avenel Books, 1981), p. 65.

° Peter Paret, ‘Einstein and Freud's Pamphlet Why War?’, Historically Speaking, 6.6 (2005), 14-19.

'© Daniel Laqua, Internationalism Reconfigured: Transnational Ideas and Movements Between the World Wars (London: 1.B.
Tauris, 2011).

" United Nations Office at Geneva, ‘Notable Members of the League of Nations Intellectual Cooperation’, United Nations
Office at Geneva, accessed 1 March 2025, https:/libraryresources.unog.ch/lonintellectualcooperation/notablemembers.

2 Anibal Quijano, ‘Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America’, Nepantla: Views from South, 1.3 (2000), 533-80.
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peripheral —women, colonised peoples, and racialised others — by casting them outside
the bounds of reason. As he points out, the authority of knowledge itself has been shaped
by Western, masculinised ideals of control, instrumentality, and detachment.” Why does
this matter? Because it reveals the structural constraints of the political and intellectual
frameworks within which Einstein and Freud operated — constraints that continue to
shape and limit contemporary global discourse.

However, alongside these constraints, there were other voices which articulated far
more radical and ethically demandingvisions. Forinstance, Rosa Luxemburg's revolutionary
internationalism and Simone Weil's uncompromising ethics — as evoked by Jacqueline Rose
— offer a vital counterpoint that deepens our understanding of what solidarity demands
in conditions of catastrophe. Luxemburg's affirmation — “l was, | am, | shall be” — asserts
not only the continuity of struggle but also a vision of justice grounded in the suffering and
agency of the dispossessed.'* This ethical clarity finds resonance in Weil’s call “to make
common cause with those who ‘do not count’, not ‘in any situation, in anyone’s eyes' -
the exploited and destitute, the criminal reoffender, the racial minority, the outcast, the
sick, the refugee” Against the cautious humanism of their contemporaries, Luxemburg
and Weil embody a solidarity rooted in loss and injustice, rather than the consolations
of institutional discourse. They both converge in a vision of solidarity, not as sentimental
unity but as an unflinching commitment to those most abandoned by the world.

Today, nearly a century later, as the spectre of war reasserts itself in global affairs,
their interventions acquire renewed relevance. The “menace of war” returns with terrifying
clarity in Gaza — not as an abstract inquiry, but as an echo amid rubble, obliterated
classrooms, and mass graves. Since October 7, 2023, Gaza has faced an unprecedented
assault on its academic life. By early 2024, United Nations observers and Palestinian
officials documented the destruction or damage of all 12 universities, alongside over 80%
of primary and secondary schools.’® The Palestinian Ministry of Education estimates that
aprroximately 5,479 students, 261 teachers, and 95 university professors have been killed,

while more than 600,000 children are currently denied access to formal education.” This

'3 Stephen Frosh, For and Against Psychoanalysis (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 165-196.

“Rosa Luxemburg, Order Prevails in Berlin (14 January 1919), in Gesammelte Werke, iv (Berlin: Dietz Verlag), https://www.
marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1919/01/14.htm.

> Jacqueline Rose, The Plague: Living Death in Our Times (London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2023), p. 20.

'® United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Education Under Attack in Gaza: Briefing
Note, January 2024, https://www.ochaopt.org [accessed 24 June 2025]; Bethan McKernan and Hazem Balousha, ‘Gaza’s
Education System “Obliterated”, Say UN and Palestinian Officials’, The Guardian, 3 June 2024, https://www.theguardian.
com [accessed 24 June 2025].

7 Associated Press, ‘Palestinian Education Ministry Reports Over 5,400 Students Killed in Gaza’, AP News, April 2025,
https://apnews.com [accessed 24 June 2025]; United Nations, State of the Palestinian Education Sector: War Impact Update
(SAWP Dataset), April 2025, https://www.un.org [accessed 24 June 2025].
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obliteration and deliberate destruction of educational and intellectual infrastructures —
theorised by Karma Nabulsi as scholasticide™ — is not an incidental byproduct of military
aggression but a deliberate erasure of knowledge, memory, and futurity.

Revisiting the Einstein-Freud dialogue today, amid the genocide in Gaza, is not an act
of nostalgia, nor does this article seek refuge in historical analogy. It is, rather, a confrontation
with the inadequacy of inherited frameworks for peace and an inquiry into how we might
rethink justice in contexts of systemic oppression. The question is no longer whether Freud
and Einstein were right, but whether the very coordinates of their inquiry can still hold. What
does intellectual solidarity mean when the foundations of knowledge are under siege? And

how can it be re-framed to survive the wreckage of epistemic annihilation?

Social Ties and the Psychosocial Foundations of Solidarity:
from Libidinal Cohesion to Depressive Ethics

Before developing a psychosocial account of solidarity, it is necessary to begin with the
more fundamental structures of social bonding: how individuals are held within, shaped
by, or excluded from collective life. Tracing these bonds enables us to approach solidarity
not as a given, but as something that emerges under specific psychic and historical
conditions. Freud's analysis elucidates how social bonds emerge from the same libidinal
energies that underpin individual attachments, a dynamic thoroughly examined in his
analysis of group psychology.”® He presents social ties as simultaneously affective and
inherently unstable, initially formed within the familial matrix and subsequently extended
to larger collectives through processes of identification that reinvest libidinal energy in
social cohesion.?® Building upon Le Bon, Tarde, and McDougall, Freud reconceptualises
the crowd not as a mere aggregation of suggestible individuals but as a psychic apparatus
erotically cathected through shared identification. The leader functions not solely
through persuasion but as an idealised object of unconscious libidinal investment, which
facilitates the fusion of group members into a cohesive psychic unity.?’

However, this libidinal cohesion is intrinsically unstable, prone to disillusionment

and violent projection when narcissistic group investments fracture.?? Aggressive drives

'8 Karma Nabulsi, ‘Scholasticide: The Targeting of Education in Palestine’, Journal of Palestinian Studies, 53.1 (2024), pp.
112-30.

9 Sigmund Freud, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (London: Hogarth Press, 1921).
2 bid, p. 59.
2 Ibid, p. 66.

22 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press,
1982).
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threatening group unity are displaced onto external groups, converting internal turmoil
into shared hostility. This projection deflects ambivalence and reinforces group cohesion
by uniting members against a common enemy, solidifying boundaries of belonging and
exclusion.?® The Einstein-Freud correspondence implicitly acknowledges this dialectic,
proposing that collective aggression stems not only from external conditions but from
the unconscious displacement of internal conflict onto an externalised “other”.?* Bion's
later theorisation radicalised this, showing how even ostensibly rational collectives
can be driven by regressive states that are animated by unconscious phantasies — not
accidental, but structural formations that function as defences against the anxiety and
uncertainty of reality. This dynamic produces a shared sense of omnipotence that mimics
coherence while obstructing genuine thought.?

Crucially, Bion distinguished between two simultaneous levels of group
functioning: the work group, which operates with conscious intentionality and remains
“anchoredtoasophisticated andrational level of behaviour”;?*and the basicassumption
group, which represents an unconscious, regressive type of group functioning that
shapes the group’s underlying emotional dynamics, driven by irrational, unexpressed
assumptions.?” Without reflective thought — naming and metabolising what the group
defends against — group cohesion risks collapsing into manic omnipotence or paranoid
fragmentation. To forge a psychosocial account of solidarity, we must move beyond
the adhesive pull of libidinal ties toward the more exacting work of shared reflexivity:
a mode of group life attuned not only to its identifications, but to the defences it
erects, the exclusions it performs, and the histories it forgets. As Pierre Bourdieu
argues, a group'’s capacity to move beyond the passive reproduction of existing social
norms hinges on its ability to critically interrogate the structures of power that shape

its identity.?®

2 Sigmund Freud, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921), in The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. and ed. by James Strachey, 24 vols (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-74), XVIII
(1955), pp. 69-74.

% Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein, Why War? (1932), in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud, trans. and ed. by James Strachey, 24 vols (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-74), XXII (1932-36), pp. 197-215.

25 Wilfred R. Bion, Experiences in Groups (London: Tavistock, 1980), p. 66.
% Ibid.

27The first assumption is that the group exists to be supported by a leader who provides nourishment (basic assumption
of dependence). The second assumption is that the group has gathered for the purpose of pairing, a state characterised
by messianic hopes (basic assumption of pairing). The third assumption is that the group has come together to either
fightor flee from a threat, and itis prepared to do so without preference or discrimination (fight-flight basic assumption).
Participation in these basic assumption mental states is automatic and instinctive. See Wilfred R. Bion, ‘Group Dynamics:
A Re-View', International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, 33 (1952), pp. 235-247.

28 Deer, Cécile, ‘Reflexivity’, in Pierre Bourdieu: Key Concepts, ed. by Michael Grenfell, Key Concepts (Acumen Publishing,
2008), pp. 199-212.
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In other words, solidarity is not secured only by shared emotion, intellectual
consensus, or even the recognition of common vulnerability. As Butler suggests, it is not
vulnerability per se that binds us but our capacity to remain with the psychic work that
vulnerability demands — what was theorised by Klein and politicised by Butler as the
depressive position: a psychic configuration in which the subject begins to integrate good
and bad aspects of self and other, develops the capacity to tolerate ambivalent emotions,
and sustains a desire for reparation in response to both real and imagined harm. This
internal labour — the ability to stay with complexity, guilt, and loss — lays the groundwork
for mourning.?° It is precisely in this vein — the depressive position as a structure of
thought and relation — that Jacqueline Rose radically reorients our understanding of
solidarity as a politics of mourning: when we carry memories of suffering, we resist the
dehumanisation and erasure of others in common remembrance — a praxis grounded
in generativity. Rose’s insistence on mourning as a political act is important not only
because mourning unites, but also because it interrupts. To mourn is not to reconcile,
but to hold open the wound, and therefore, to resist the sanitisation of violence.2°

However, the refusal to mourn — to acknowledge and register the suffering of
others — can crystallise into a psychic structure that normalises atrocity. This explains
how bombardments can be met with cheers from those overlooking the destruction,
where a disavowal of horror allows violence to persist under the illusion of victimhood,
and moral purity.?' Gaza, then, becomes a stark illustration of this psychic formation,
exposing a central contradiction of contemporary life: that it is entirely possible — indeed
common — to condemn atrocities from afar while continuing one’s own life uninterrupted,
compartmentalising horror as if it were external to our world. Yet, violence is never truly
elsewhere. To put it differently, the image of entire neighbourhoods reduced to rubble
— homes, schools, hospitals annihilated beneath thousands of tonnes of explosives —
enters our awareness as a distant spectacle, while the visceral reality of destruction
remains split-off and held at bay. Viewed through this lens, Gaza emerges not merely
as a geopolitical wound but as a mirror held up to the world’s defensive structures.
The collective self is shielded from psychic disturbance, while remaining morally
purified, defended against the recognition of its own complicity. As a result, horror is

rendered abstract.

2 Melanie Klein, ‘Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms’ (1946), in The Writings of Melanie Klein, ed. by Roger Money-Kyrle
and others, 4 vols (London: Hogarth Press, 1975), lll, pp. 1-24; Judith Butler, The Force of Nonviolence: An Ethico-Political
Bind (London: Verso, 2020), pp. 63-69.

30 Jacqueline Rose, The Plague: living Death in Our Times (London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2023), p. 60.

3 Jacqueline Rose, What is a Subject? Politics and Psyche After Stuart Hall, lecture delivered at Conway Hall, London,
11 February 2023; published as ‘The Analyst: Stuart Hall’, The New York Review of Books, 21 September 2023.
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This is elegantly disrupted by a slogan recently adopted by direct-action groups:
“It is likely that the weapons used against the people of Gaza are made in a factory near you".
The slogan pierces the comfort of distance and reveals instead the brutal entanglement
of global complicity. It reminds us that what unfolds is not merely the outcome of military
aggression, but the manifestation of a transnational infrastructure of annihilation
sustained by a global supply chain of weaponry and surveillance technologies. These
instruments of destruction are not incidental. They are manufactured, exported,
and legitimised through a dense matrix of international arms contracts, geopolitical
alignments, and ideological investments that render mass death not only possible but,
more than anything, profitable.?? And yet the world does not stop. Trade continues,
institutions remain operational and intellectual life proceeds. But solidarity, in a
psychosocial sense, would demand interruption. It would mean the world pausing so
that part of it may live; the ability to remain attuned to injustice without appropriating it.

The appropriation of suffering is related, as discussed previously, to the
psychic economy of group life, which depends on splitting to preserve an idealised in-
group coherence, while projecting unbearable affects outwardly. Within this psychic
configuration, solidarity is not simply elusive but fundamentally compromised, as the
suffering of the other is unconsciously experienced as a threat to psychic unity rather
than a call for co-existence. This difficulty was starkly illustrated in a recent incident: on
May 14, 2025, an American university withheld the diploma of graduating student Logan
Rozos after he denounced the genocide in Gaza during his commencement speech — an
act that exposes how institutional power can swiftly recalibrate the rituals of academic
recognition into instruments of repression. In this calculated gesture, disciplinary
procedure became not a matter of decorum but a technology of silencing, revealing
how administrative power is routinely mobilised to police political speech and shield
institutions from the discomfort of moral clarity.

In this configuration, cohesion becomes a machine for erasure — an arrangement
that allows atrocity to unfold uninterrupted, while the world remains bound together
in the fantasy of impartiality. But this is not solidarity. This is what Rose calls “historic
demonic repetition”, reflecting not only Freud'’s theory of the death drive and Hannah

Arendt’s analysis of totalitarianism but also a deeper political complicity in the psychic

32 El-Shewy, Mohamed, Mark Griffiths, and Craig Jones, ‘Israel’'s War on Gaza in a Global Frame’, Antipode, 57.1 (2025),
75-95, https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.13094.
33 Moriah Balingit, ‘'NYU Withheld Student’s Diploma after He Gave Pro-Palestinian Speech’, The Washington Post,

16 May 2025 https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2025/05/16/logan-rozos-nyu-commencement-palestine-
speech [accessed 24 June 2025].
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refusal to confront our place within repetitive cycles of devastation.** Now more than
ever, we must return to Butler's questions “What is it to have lost somebody? What
counts as human? Whose lives count as lives? What makes for a grievable life?”** as they
remind us that vulnerability is not a private matter but a shared condition; and that the
recognition of interdependence is both an affective and political necessity.

Itis through these questions that Gaza emerges not simply as a site of devastation,
but as the epicentre of a global economy of ungrievability.?¢ And this is, perhaps, a reality
we are psychically unprepared to meet. Reengaging Klein's depressive position
through Butler’s politicisation, we are compelled to face the arduous labour of
grievability: the sustained effort to hold the other in their full, fragile complexity
— vulnerable yet irreducible — thereby exposing the challenges of mourning,
ethics, and political responsibility. In response to this impasse, Lisa Baraitser offers
a vital conceptual pathway through her rethinking of care as the sustained capacity to
endure alongside what feels unbearable. Her notion of “suspended time"” articulates a
temporality in which action is neither abandoned nor replaced, but deferred in favour
of remaining with the wound. This suspension, she argues, interrupts the linear forward
thrust of political urgency and capitalist productivity, demanding instead that we dwell
within the very impasse of pain. For Baraitser, maintenance is the slow, repetitive, and
often invisible labour of holding open the space in which repair can occur.®” In this light,
solidarity can be reconceived not as a facile remedy or empty promise of salvation, but

as an unrelenting act of care — a sustained and rigorous refusal to look away.

Conclusion: Solidarity Beyond the Colonial Grammar of Thought

While the Einstein-Freud correspondence stands as a historically significant attempt
at intellectual solidarity during the rise of fascism, it nonetheless largely overlooks
the colonial and racial systems underpinning global violence. Both thinkers grapple
with the “menace of war” as a symptom of psychological and civilisational failure, yet
their exchange remains tethered to a Eurocentric imaginary. What remains largely

unspoken is that war is not simply a failure of civilisation, but a function of its design.

34 Jacqueline Rose, What is a Subject? Politics and Psyche After Stuart Hall, lecture delivered at Conway Hall, London,
11 February 2023; published as ‘The Analyst: Stuart Hall’, The New York Review of Books, 21 September 2023.

35 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (London: Verso, 2004), p. 20.

36 Ipid.

37 Lisa Baraitser, ‘'The Maternal Death Drive: Greta Thunberg and the Question of the Future’, Psychoanalysis, Culture

& Society, 25.4 (2020), 499-517, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41282-020-00197-y.; Lisa Baraitser, Enduring Time (London:
Bloomsbury, 2017).
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As Mbembe3® and Fanon3® demonstrate, war and violence cannot be divorced from the
histories and ongoing realities of settler colonialism and racial domination. Thus, it is
important to examine the limitations of the Freud-Einstein exchange — not because
their theories were without value, but because the very grammar of Western psycho-
political thought in which they were operating could not name — let alone challenge
— the violence it silently legitimised.

Re-engaging the Einstein-Freud exchange thus becomes a way of probing the limits
and possibilities of solidarity in times of genocidal violence, while pushing psychoanalytic
thought beyond the confines of its inherited colonial grammar.*® The dialogue must be
reread not as a utopian gesture of elite cosmopolitanism, but as a point of departure
for rethinking the conditions of academic solidarity under structural complicity. Thus, to
carry suffering and resist its erasure is the very condition of ethical solidarity, not forged
through unity or identification, but through the capacity to sustain tension — to hold
open the wound as a site of generative resistance and responsibility.*’ This imperative is
powerfully embodied in the words of Refaat Alareer, a Palestinian writer, professor, and
activist, who posted this poem some weeks before he was killed in an Israeli airstrike in
December 2023.

If I must die, you must live to tell my story

to sell my things, to buy a piece of cloth and some strings,
(make it white with a long tail) so that a child,

somewhere in Gaza while looking heaven in the eye,
awaiting his dad who left in a blaze

- and bid no one farewell, not even to his flesh,

not even to himself - sees the kite, my kite you made,
flying up above and thinks for a moment,

an angel is there bringing back love.

If  must die, let it bring hope, let it be a tale.*>43

38 Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony, trans. by A. M. Berrett (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2001).
39 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. by Constance Farrington (New York: Grove Press, 1963).

40 Stephen Frosh, ‘Colonialism, Psychoanalysis, and the Politics of Hate’, in Psychoanalysis Under Occupation: Clinical
Practice and Political Resistance, ed. by Zvi Eisikovits and Ilana Yeshua-Katz (London: Routledge, 2010), pp. 45-62.

4 Jacqueline Rose, The Plague: Living Death in Our Times (London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2023).
42 Refaat Alareer, If | Must Die, trans. D. P. Snyder, https://ifimustdie.net/ [accessed 27 June 2025].

43 The author wants to thank the reviewers for their careful engagement with the text and invaluable comments.
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